countries for 2020. Ministers have listened to the science and made a leap forward in addressing the climate crisis. But to then suggest a meagre 20 per cent unilateral EU emissions cut, while admitting this is inadequate and that a 30 per cent cut will be necessary, is a bizarre discrepancy."
David Milliband, the UK's environment minister, said: "The unilateral commitment to cut EU greenhouse gas emissions by 20 per cent by 2020 -the first of its kind -shows we're willing to take concrete action on an issue that citizens care about." "Action in the EU alone is not enough. Our commitment to a 30 per cent cut in emissions as part of a global agreement strengthens the EU's ability to lead the debate at the G8 and UN climate change talks and to secure an ambitious outcome."
And the British government last month became the first to commit itself further to legally binding reductions in carbon dioxide emissions but is likely to come under pressure for even greater cuts as the bill goes through parliament.
In the draft bill, ministers promised to place into law their commitment to cut emissions by 60 per cent by 2050. But even the government's critics gave the bill a broad welcome. Hailing an "historic day", Tony Blair said: "this is a revolutionary step in confronting the threat of climate change. It sets an example to the rest of the world but, as important as anything else, it listens and responds to the strong desire on the part of the British people to take the lead and to keep it."
The bill also sets an interim target of reducing emissions by between 26 and 32 per cent by 2020. Legally binding five-year 'carbon budgets' will be fixed for 15 years ahead to help keep on course.
The draft bill marks a victory for pressure groups who have fought a long campaign for legally binding targets. Tony Juniper, director of Friends of the Earth, said: "We are delighted the government has recognised the need for a new law to tackle climate change. But the draft bill must be strengthened if the UK is to set a global example. It must include bigger cuts in carbon dioxide emissions and make all future governments accountable for their role in delivering these cuts."
Peter Ainsworth, the shadow environment secretary, welcomed the measures but said that the Tories' policy review might conclude that an 80 per cent cut was needed. "There are areas where the bill needs toughening up," he said.
Chris Huhne, the environment spokesperson for the Liberal Democrats, said: "The science is suggesting that we have to go higher than 60 per cent, probably around 80 per cent." He criticised the delay in introducing a full bill rather than a draft.
Arnold Schwarzenegger, governor of California, hailed Blair as an 'action hero' for inspiring him to introduce a law committing California to an 80 per cent reduction in carbon dioxide emissions by 2050.
The British plan is that the new system of five-year 'carbon budgets' will be outlined in limits set 15 years in advance to help business planning. It is proposed that courts will be given powers to 'name and shame' ministers if targets are missed. An independent committee on climate change will be established to advise on progress towards hitting emission targets. The committee will also make an annual report to parliament on progress towards achieving emission targets. The ecosystem in the seas around Antarctica is one of the least known and most substantial on the planet because of a thick cover of ice for the past few millennia. But the collapse of some of these ice sheets has given researchers a rare opportunity for access, and they recently revealed that they had found a thriving underwater world that is being transformed by a warming climate.
As well as new species, the Census of Marine Antarctic Life (CMAL) project found more common ones that were able to survive in the Antarctic because the temperature of the sea is rising. Minke whales were discovered in large numbers.
The scientists also spotted a rare beaked whale off the coast of Elephant Island -the famous refuge of Ernest Shackleton's 21-man crew after a doomed attempt to cross Antarctica in 1916.
Parts of the sea here were uncovered for the first time in recorded history when the Larsen A and B ice shelves collapsed, twelve and five years ago respectively, due to the higher temperatures linked to human-induced climate change. Researchers said the new survey will help to predict what will happen to biodiversity as the world warms up.
Julian Gutt, a marine ecologist at the Alfred Wegener Institute for Polar and Marine Research, who led the expedition, said the area under the Larsen ice shelf was the least-known ecosystem on Earth. "So far, we did not have access to such areas, with the few exceptions of drill holes or cracks where people could deploy some remote video cameras."
The break-up of the Larsen ice shelves opened up a pristine area of sea floor the size of Jamaica -a habitat that has been A new study has found new species and rapid changes in the environment following the fracture of major Antarctic ice sheets. Nigel Williams reports.
Antarctic life changes
sealed off from above for several thousand years. Researchers spent 10 weeks scouring the 10,000 square kilometre sea floor for animal life.
By probing as far as 850 metres under water with the help of a remote camera, they collected around 1,000 specimens, including 15 shrimp-like amphipods, thought to be new to science.
The star attraction is a 10 cm-long crustacean from the amphipod family Shackletonia. Gutt said the new biodiversity information would be fundamental in understanding the functioning of the ecosystem. "The results of our efforts will advance our ability to predict the future of our biosphere in a changing environment."
The team also found four new species of cnidarians. One anemone-like creature was found living on the back of a snail, providing protection in return for transport.
In the relatively shallow waters of the Larsen zone, abundant numbers of deep-sea creatures that normally live at depths of 2,000 metres were found.
"We counted a surprisingly high number of Minke whales," said Gutt. "This means the ecosystem in the open water adapts very fast to the new conditions, because the algae grow, krill feeds on the algae and whales feed on the krill."
The expedition team also investigated fish populations in the islands north and west of the Antarctic peninsula. The results of 85 surveys over 19 days show that the biomass of two Antarctic cod species has increased since a survey in 2003, whereas stocks of Blackfin and Mackerel icefish have decreased.
But Gutt cautions: "predicting the future of higher levels in the food chain, such as animals living at the sea floor or fish, is very difficult. It is clear that in the Larsen zone a major biodiversity shift will happen and the unique under-ice shelf system will disappear."
Gauthier Chapelle, a biologist at the Brussel-based International Polar Foundation, a partner in the survey, said: "This is virgin geography. If we don't find out what this area is like now, following the collapse of the ice shelf, and what species are there, we won't have any basis to know in 20 years' time what has changed, and how global warming has altered the marine ecosystem." Tarik Chekchak, programme manager at the Cousteau Society, another partner in the study, said: "Impacts of these changes on the Southern Ocean ecosystem are substantial... the results of the CMAL efforts are key to advancing our ability to understand the biosphere, inform public debate and allow decision-makers to lead us into a more sustainable future."
